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2 Helmke, Gretchen. Informal Institutions and Democracy: Lessons from Latin 















We define a democracy as a regime (a) that sponsors free and fair 
competitive elections for the legislature and executive; (b) that 
allows for inclusive adult citizenship; (c) that protects civil liberties 
and political rights; and (d) in which the elected governments really 
govern and the military is under civilian control.8 
 
This definition can be applied to Uruguay, and is in Colombia and El 
Salvador this definition is in the process of becoming applicable to their 
democratic system. Through this paper, I will contend that the guerilla 
groups, have through their efforts, brought their countries if not to this 














































































































































































 In 1985, the Colombian government signed an agreement to “ensure 
political security and equality for the UP (Union Patriotica)”95 This was an empty 
promise, however, as the government eventually did not honor this agreement. 
Several different non-governmental organizations, with encouragement from the 
government, were the major perpetrators responsible for subsequent deaths of 
members of the UP. The paramilitaries, drug lords, and the Colombian army all 
lined up against the UP and their officials for different reasons. The issue came to 
a head when in 1987 a young fourteen year old boy, who was directly related to a 
Medellin drug cartel, assassinated Jaime Pardo, the 1986 UP presidential 
candidate and party figure head, leading to the FARC abandoning the UP and 
returning to Guerilla warfare.96  
 The official death count of members of the UP is around 3,000 but many 
believe that number to be closer to 5,000. The UP represented an opportunity for 
the federal government to put aside their grievances with the guerillas and allow 
them to reintegrate into normal life. The government however didn’t want to 																																																								94	Rochlin,	720-721.	95	Gomez-Suarez,	Andrei.	"Perpetrator	Blocs,	Genocidal	Mentalities	and	Geographies:	The	Destruction	of	the	Union	Patriotica	in	Colombia	and	Its	Lessons	for	Genocide	Studies."	Journal	of	Genocide	Research:	639.	Print.	96	Gomez,	640.	
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provide the FARC or other guerilla movements the opportunity to seek political 
representation for fear of losing control over political landscape. The Álvaro 
Uribe administration then deemed it necessary to exterminate the UP because 
they were acting as a cover for the FARC to solidify their position in Colombia.  
The violence levied against the UP and their supporters was so drastic that in 
1987 the FARC saw themselves forced to renounce the UP party returning to 
armed struggle against the Colombian government.97  
 The UP was going to represent the left in the country during the late 
1980’s election cycles. In 1986, they won 350 local council seats, 23 deputy 
positions in different assemblies, 9 congressional seats, 6 senators seats, and 
4.6% of the presidential vote.98 These results were greater than any other leftist 
party in Colombia, and more than any other third party in its history. The UP 
wanted to represent the hopes of the people and the needs of the poor. These 
desires were also synonymous with those of the FARC, which was why it was so 
fitting that the FARC co-founded the organization. The UP’s goals were to fight 
for land redistribution, better health care, educational improvements for the 
poor, and the nationalization of businesses, banks and transportation99. These 
desires to represent the people however were never offered to the UP as the Uribe 
administration never followed through on its promises to help protect the party’s 




Key LatinoBarómetro Data for Colombian Democracy: 
 Democracy in Colombia has been severally affected by the actions of the 
federal government against the FARC and the UP. The lack of democratic 
legitimacy within the Colombian government as well as the lack of variety in 
politcal parties is due in most part to state sponsored violence committed against 
the UP. The current state of democracy in Colombia is in shambles. The 
Colombian general populace has generally lost faith in the system, and the 
following LatinoBarómetro data helps prove this claim. 
 In a 2013 poll 34.5% of the populace surveyed said that they wouldn’t vote 
while another 6.4% said that they would submit blank ballots. In addition to this 
data the overall satisfaction with democracy in 2013 was staggeringly low. In the 
LatinoBarómetro poll of satisfaction only 4.1% of those polled responded as 
saying that they are happy with the state of democracy. Currently some 49.35% of 
those polled they are not very satisfied with the democratic institution in place. 
Additionally, only around some 1.5% of the population believe that there is a 
democratic process in place with some 48.6% saying that the government is 
currently a democracy but that it has major problems. Another interesting piece 
of data that LatinoBarómetro provides regarding current beliefs about democracy 
in Colombia are the polls endorsing a one party system. In the 2013 polls for 
Colombia of those interviewed who don’t feel that the one party system is the 
most effective approach to governance. Only 25.1% agree or strongly agree with 
the idea of a one party system while the other 74.9% of those polled believe that 
there should be a multiple party system in place.    
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 These two data sets support the case for the inclusion of the FARC in the 
political structure go back to 1985. The people of Colombia clearly feel that the 
democratic system is not working and that the parties that are in place aren’t 
representing their needs as a society. The FARC, in their recent round of 
negotiations with the Colombian state have asked for something similar to 
Uruguay, when the Tupamaros became a political party. In their negotiations 
with the Colombian government they sought to bring about a self-critique to try 
and reform the state model. In 2013, Colombia Reports published a piece in 2013 
regarding the response of one of the leaders of the FARC to a political controversy 
regarding corruption in the armed forces. The current leader, Timoleon Jiménez, 
directly addressed the letter to the current Colombian president Juan Manuel 
Santos saying the following,  
Se puede leer en las noticias. El modelo de imposiciones e 
intolerancias se ha agotado. La democracia colombiana, por encima 
de los discursos, es una vergüenza, Santos. Vamos a cambiarla.101  
 
Roughly translated Jiménez is saying that one can see in the news that the 
government is exhausted and that it is shame. I think that the idea of a complete 
reform of the government is a valid one. When examining the effect of the 
organizational review that the Tupamaros underwent, and their subsequent 
success, this review could be of use for Colombia. The commitment to an internal 
review would lead to very positive democratic results in Colombia and possibly 





Colombia’s Conflict and Peace Process: 
 The war between the FARC and the government has claimed around 
220,000 lives and 6.7 million people have been labeled as victims of the war 
between the government, paramilitaries, and the guerillas.102 The reform of the 
UP and the ongoing peace negotiations between the government and the FARC 
are reassuring for the future. The negotiations began in 2013 and a the 
LatinoBarómetro survey regarding people’s belief’s for democracy in ten years 
showed a remarkable increase as previously described.  
 The general sense of all those in Colombia is that the future for the country 
still lies with democratization. This claim is supported by a LatinoBarómetro 
survey where 52.3% of Colombian’s believe that democracy is the preferable 
system of governance. In this poll, only 12.7% said that they would prefer an 
authoritative form of governance to democracy. LatinoBarómetro also has 
surveys that show that the people believe that the future for democracy is bright. 
The current polls reflecting the scale of democratization of Colombia show that 
only 10.1% of Colombians feel that the government is completely democratic. 
LatinoBarómetro also takes polls for where the people think that democracy is 
going to be in ten years from now and the results from the 2013 survey were 
interesting. Some 63.4% of those polled believe that in 10 years the state will be 
completely democratic with only 1.4% believing that the state will be 
undemocratic. This data is encouraging as recent news described the UP party as 




themselves communists or Marxists but seek to gain the trust of millions of 
impoverished people on the fringes of the country.103   
 The relationship that has developed between the FARC and the political 
institutions of the Colombia government is extensive historically speaking. With 
these negotiations underway, the process trying to stabilize Colombia can begin. 
As such it is important to note that the FARC, through the UP, began as an 
organization that sought political change through peaceful means. The 
government used this to its advantage and invited them into the political process, 
just to slaughter their candidates. This politicide was a negative turning point 
that led to genocide. Colombia is now ready to move on past this period of 
violence to reform their political process. The current negotiations between the 
FARC and the Santos government are healthy and should lead to a positive 
change in the overall democratic transition of Colombian politics.              
  The current negotiations currently with the FARC are still progressing and 
are promising. They have reached several stalling points but they are seeking to 
try and reach a point where the two can agree on issues as wide and varying as 
land reform, governmental reform, drug trafficking, etc.104 The war that has been 
waged between the government and the FARC is one that needs to end in order 
for democracy to flourish in Colombia. If the two sides can reach an agreement 
like that of the MLN-T and the Uruguayan government then the outcome would 






The UP party that the FARC co-sponsored is now fighting for it’s very 
survival. How can we justify or explain this outcome for each guerilla movement? 
In Racheal Rudolph’s From Terrorism to Politics, she says  
These murders radicalized FARC, which felt legitimized in its 
actions: FARC officially interpreted the UP’s extermination as a 
sign of the government’s intolerance and of the impossibility of 
legal political action in Colombia. A serious chance, such as that 
witnessed in Lebanon and Northern Ireland, was therefore lost.105       
 
The FARC began, as an organization that sought democratic reconciliation 
through a political participation in Colombia but the Uribe organization didn’t 
accept that they were an honest player. The previous quote is particularly 
interesting because it reveals the frustration of not being able to reach a peaceful 
agreement as what occurred in Ireland with the IRA and in Lebanon with 
Hezbollah.106  While the other examples here, in both Lebanon and Ireland had 
didn’t partake in the narcotrafficking, the political frustrations regarding 
representation are similar.  
The resulting ceasefire merely forced the FARC to prolong its battle 
against the government and becoming even more violent. In the 
LatinoBarómetro surveys the percentage of people who say that guerilla 
movements are a crucial issue, these polls are very high but they have gone down 
significantly over the last decade. From 2001-2003 for example the number of 																																																								105	Engeland, Anisseh Van, and Rachael M. Rudolph. "Failed Attempts: The 
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias De Colombia (FARC) and the Union Patriotica 
(UP)." In From Terrorism to Politics. Aldershot, England: Ashgate, 2008.	106	Ibid	
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people that said the guerillas and their armed insurrection were the major issues 
facing the country was high 40.5%. Whereas in 2008 that number dropped 
significantly to 16.6% and in 2013 it was down to 12.4%.  
 The violence experienced in the aftermath of the failed integration of the 
FARC-UP coalition was extensive and devastating. As was previously mentioned 
Colombia is a country where political development is in a state of disarray and 
one of the major issues that they are contending with is guerilla and paramilitary 
violence. If one relies on the surveys taken by third parties, like LatinoBarómetro, 
using methods described by Scott Mainwaring, Daniel Brinks, and Aníbel Pérez 
Liñán then several key aspects are going to be missing. In their own words they 
define democracy as,		
We define a democracy as a regime (a) that sponsors free and fair 
competitive elections for the legislature and executive; (b) that 
allows for inclusive adult citizenship; (c) that protects civil liberties 
and political rights; and (d) in which the elected governments really 
govern and the military is under civilian control.107 
 
These categories are useful when examining countries with established and 
secure democracies, but when evaluating a situation like Colombia they are not 
adequate. This is not to say that democracy is non-existent in Colombia, but 
rather that there are discrepancies within the strength of democracy being high. 
The system is in disarray because democratic values do not extend past the major 
cities where the federal government can oversee the democratic process. The 
government of Colombia must seek to extend the parameters of democracy past 																																																								107	Munck,	Gerardo	L.,	ed.	Regimes	and	Democracy	in	Latin	America:	Theories	and	Methods.	Oxford,	GBR:	Oxford	University	Press,	UK,	2007.	ProQuest	ebrary.	Web.	9	June	2015.		
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the major metropolises and into the countryside. The issue that has violently 
erupted looks to develop democracy, involves the war that the government and 
the FARC are waging that puts all citizens in serious danger.  
 The issue of controlling the FARC, Colombian government, and 
paramilitary violence through the ongoing war that the government is waging is 
of the utmost importance to spread democratization across Colombia. In order to 
try and negotiate with the FARC, the Santos administration is having to deal with 
the outcome of forcing more guerilla warfare. They are effectively demobilizing 
an army, and trying to reintegrate them back into society. The current 
negotiations are hitting several reported “road-blocks” including narcotrafficking, 
land-redistribution, and political representation or a political change of some 
kind. These negotiations are crucial for the advancement of democracy in 
Colombia and will allow for the country to constructively on raising the quality of 
institutions while maximizing the effectiveness of the participatory process.  
 If Colombia had allowed the FARC to take an active role in the democratic 
structure of the country, then the shape of democracy today might be completely 
different. The exclusiveness of the Colombian political system is one of the major 
reasons for the continued violence within the nation. If the political system was 
allowed to be open, like that of Uruguay, then the FARC would not need to 
continue guerilla warfare. The most significant aspect related to this is that the 
negotiations between the government and the FARC haven’t broken down yet 
and the peace progress is continuing. The inclusion of the FARC and other 
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